As already explained in the presentation at the First IUPAP International Conference on Women in Physics in 2002, the peculiarities of the French experience arise from: (i) the general social situation, which, although not perfect, allows mothers of young children to work; and (ii) the fact that scientists in universities or research institutions generally have civil-servant or state-employee status and are hired for a permanent position in their early 30s after a short postdoctoral period [1] .
STATUS QUO

Universities
The publication of the European Commission's "She Figures 2003" allows one to compare the percentage of women by broad discipline in various European Union member states [2] . In natural sciences, which also includes the more feminized sectors of chemistry and biology, the percentage of women in university research is 29.4% in France, to be compared with 48.6% in Portugal and 18.1% in Germany. In engineering and technologies, France also occupies an intermediate position, with 15.2% of women among the university researchers (Portugal 28.7%, Germany 11.3%).
In French universities in 2003, the overall percentage of women among faculty was 31%, corresponding to 38.5% of women among the associate professors and 16% of women among the professors. Table 1 presents the situation in physics and related disciplines in 2003 [3] . Note that the total number of university researchers in physics was then 2707, to be compared with 1268 in earth sciences and 6353 in mechanics, mechanical engineering, computer engineering, and energy engineering.
In order to compare the difficulties of attaining career promotion for men and women, a ratio can be defined in the following manner: first the ratio of the number of professors to the total number of faculty is separately calculated for men and women, then the men's ratio is divided by the women's ratio. This final number (men/women ratio) defines an indicator, the "men's advantage," which, for the above data, is 2.5 in physics, 3.3 in earth sciences and 2.4 in mechanics.
Note that the overall percentage of women professors in French universities is steadily increasing, but extremely slowly in science (7.4% in 1981, 10% in 2003-22 years later). In public research institutions at the end of 2002, the overall percentage of women among the researchers was 33%, with 39% at the lower rank of "chargé-e de recherche" (researcher) and 22% at the higher rank of research director (corresponding to the university professor status).
At the CNRS (National Center for Scientific Research), women represented 16% of the physicists in 1987, in 2003 they were 17% [3] . During this period the "men's advantage" increased from 1.3 in 1987 to 1.5 in 2003. These data belie the common perception, based on the fact that a few women were appointed in top positions of this institution, that the situation for women is improving, in particular in physics! The remarkable stability evidenced is not a source of satisfaction.
RECENT ACTIONS IN FAVOR OF WOMEN SCIENTISTS French Physical Society
In 2004, at the request of the French Physical Society (SFP), one of us (C.T.) opened a web page on women in physics (see "SFP-Femmes" at http://sfp.in2p3.fr/). This site gives information on temporary exhibitions as well as many links to documents and to other sites concerned with the situation of women working in physics.
New French Structures
Since 1998, at the Direction of Higher Education of the Ministry of National Education, there have been one or two persons in charge of equality between women and men among students and university faculty. Genderdisaggregated statistics on faculty and students, broken down by university, are now available on the Ministry website (www.education.gouv.fr/syst/egalite/statuniv2003.htm).
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